Songs of joy and sorrow Awaken in the remembered earth.
--L Kimmel, Collected Poems, 1959 Prefatory Remark
The earth is a primal resource of human imagination; its conceptual and creative tie to literature is pervasive, in part, because of the profound ambiguity of our relationship to it. Home and prison, earth holds in bondage the life it sustains. The paradox of life as freedom and life as bondage gives rise to the conflicting task of holding to the good earth, yet becoming free of it.
This paradox and conflicting effort forms a basic pattern in western thought. A deep ambivalence and generative tension frames metaphors in literature from the earliest mythic and creation stories to the most recent poetry. We will examine some of the best known poetic expressions within western literature to discern the reflective character and lessons that this literature brings to our understanding of the human condition and cultural project.
I "In the beginning God created heaven and earth… formed man of the dust of the earth, and breathed into him the breath of life…(but)…dust thou art and unto dust return." So goes the story in a few short chapters of Genesis: beginning and end, non-being to non-being, earth to earth. So told, the life of man is but a dust that stirs, and settles. But what interests us most in
this telling is what happens east in Eden, between first creation and the ensuing curse of death.
In violating the conditions of Eden, Man gains a knowledge of good and evil in innocence overcome, but at what terrible price? In the moment of negotiation with the serpent everything is changed: the wages of existence are now suffering and death. Once this story is told, the once simple passage of being again into non-being becomes intolerable. For better or worse, the narrative is no longer God"s but Man"s. God"s occasional voice eventually becomes silent, and there remains only the sound of creatures bound to the seasons of the earth. The puzzle of Adam in Eden--and the ensuing temporality of the earth--frames the paradox of human existence, the passion of thought, the germ of literature.
In one of his parables Kafka remarks on the prohibition and penalty regarding the tree of knowledge:
Both God and the Serpent were wrong, in similar ways. Men did not die, but became mortal; they did not become like God, but received the indispensable capacity to become so 1 In Kafka"s telling, Man"s situation regarding earth and heaven is that he is a free citizen of each, but he is fettered by two chains, each one anchored in contradictory domains of possibility:
If he heads for the earth, his heavenly collar chokes him, and if he heads for heaven, his earthly collar does the same. And yet all the possibilities are his, and he feels it… 2 The result of this radical division of human sensibility can be a spiritual and carnal paralysis, This Manichean poiesis of divinity and demonicity centered in the earth becomes a fundamental creative resource in the history of literature.
A similar alternative to the usual interpretation of this story is that the loss of paradise is in fact a willful act of preference for the earth. The loss is not a result of corruption of innocence by an independent force of evil, but rather a deliberate choice by man of moral knowledge. The burden of moral choice is risk; indeed the choice of morality itself, is that the full consequence of that choice is never known in advance. Moral choice is not blind, but its effects await the act of choosing, and only take hold in the ensuing lives of those involved.
The hermeneutics of religious literature remain open to every generation, and one can sensibly interpret the Eden story alternately as victimization, pathetic seduction, willful rebellion, as a thoughtless error in judgment, or an horrendous blunder. But in retrospect, given the historical tendency of man to abuse power in disturbing the universe physically and spiritually, the story can also come into focus as a deliberate preference for eristic struggle--a natural propensity for temporal quest over eternal innocence, earth over Eden. The scriptural point of
Man"s willfulness is that he will have no garden without a serpent. Within religious literature we may recall Kierkegaard"s approval of Lessing"s choice, that if God offered the Truth in one hand and the search for Truth in the other, he would always choose the latter. The present reading of the Eden story attests to a view of human existence reflected in a similar way by Achilles" archetypal choice in The Iliad: rather a life of violent contest than one of inevitable peace. Recall also Achilles" testimony to the visiting Odysseus, that he would rather be a slave to the poorest man on earth than a prince here among the shadows of Hades.
We can only here suggest keys to the literature of classic cultures that both express and determine our relation to the meaning of the earth. In Hebraic script, the created earth was intended as a domain for dominion of man over beasts, but the empowerment escalated into
Man"s transformation of the earth in his own image. We have met the captious idol and it is us.
From Genesis to the pastoral elegies of the Psalms and the weary wisdom of Ecclesiastes: the dominion of man over the earth is compromised and diminished. Extended to a Christian framework of redemption, heaven becomes a transcendent eternal realm, in which the sinful sorrows and sufferings of the earth are overcome. The migrant souls of exiles who seek asylum from the earth transfer allegiance to a redeemer God and regard the earth as a cross to bear, a trial of faith, a ground of temptation or misery to test purity of soul. While this description may be an oversimplification or distortion of Christianity, such a characterization of the earth seems consistent with its doctrinal theology, if not substantive faith.
One might argue that the potential of the human spirit has been deepened in the soul"s pilgrimage is search of solace and salvation. Santayanna"s provocative remark that "poetry is religion no longer believed" is both right and wrong. Literally, it applies to the jaded doctrines of theology, but it also points to the unity of spiritual culture that is inclusive of both poetic and religious expression. The ensuing literature of western culture is clearly more than romantic compensation for a lost Eden. Literature is perhaps better described in this context as an imaginative investigation and passionate expression of the moral ground east of Eden. In the Hebraic scripture, the primal situation in which man assumes the burden of the knowledge of good and evil, gives way finally to moral exhaustion, and human life is swept into the seasons of the earth. In the critical admonitions of Koheleth, there is only vanity upon vanity. In fact men are but the playthings of time, of the gods, of nature--creatures subject to the indifferent winds of change; but in our cultural conceits we contest this fate, would make time stand still, subdue nature, importune the gods, control change, eliminate chance. Man would, in the vernacular, have his cake and eat it too, that he might be a newly self-formed race free from bondage to the earth, set free to transform the earth into a world of his own making. We want freedom from, but dominion over, the earth. In his impatience with the slow movements of the long laboring earth, man"s project of a competing world would seem to put the earth itself in harm"s way. The metaphor that commonly describes the crisis of the earth in the modern world is that of a parasite relentlessly destroying its host.
We no longer share the confidence of Ecclesiastes that only human lives are subject to vanity. Nor do we believe the earth endures forever; rather, we know it will not do so. The way of all flesh to corruption is but a minor corollary to the greater law of the way of all things, in which eternity gives way to entropy. The sun also rises, and the earth endures, but nothing is forever. In the progress of intellectual culture even the poetry of our hopes is diminished, the anchor of our being is set adrift in an open sea of space. Even so, our literature still reflects the need of a fragile imagination for the substantial weight of a foundation. It is for this reason that the earth is preserved as a spiritual force in literature and the arts at the same time it is reduced to an operational resource or negotiable space in science and politics.
Rilke"s Duino Elegies initially contrasts human life with an enduring earth: "Fortunate first ones, Creations pampered darlings, ranges, mountain tops…seed of a blossoming god."
4 Although Rilke will eventually resolve this estrangement in a poetic voice of a very different key, the first shock of alienation is familiar:
And if I cried, who"d listen to me in those angelic orders…Because beauty"s nothing but the start of terror we can hardly bear. Ah, who can we turn to then? Neither angels nor men…And the night, oh the night when the wind full of outer space gnaws at our faces… 5 Human life, in which "we vanish in our feelings, breathe ourselves out, dissolve ember to ember" has a destiny apart from the fixtures of the earth and from creatures true to earth"s ways:
…Our nature"s not the same. We don"t have the instinct of migrant birds. Late and out of season, we suddenly throw ourselves to the wind and fall into indifferent ponds…All other creatures look into the Open with their whole eyes. But our eyes, turned inward, are set all around it like snares trapping its way out to freedom…Always facing creation, all we see is the reflection of the free and open that we"ve darkened…This is destiny: to be opposites, always and nothing else but opposites…And we: spectators, looking at everything, and never from…We arrange it. It decays. We arrange it again, and we decay. ..Whatever we do, we always have the look of someone going away…so we live and are forever leaving. 6 The basic contrast between earth and world is perhaps that of being, and doing or My heart"s song is to the night.
Below me in the moist red earth Are the smooth round stones, And the bones of the dead, And the seeds of the unborn. The night worker worms beneath my body Remind me of the living world Giving morning birth. My heart"s song is to the earth. 7 Less impressively, such a perspective figures often in the bumper sticker logoi of environmentalists: "Be good to your Mother", for example, is a reference to the earth, not to some individual"s wife. The bias of human bioi is understandable; still we should be aware of it as such. Without shifting completely to stories that personify Earth--e.g. as mother, as victim--we can acknowledge a distinct and varied literature in which the earth and all that it yields is alive. This is transcendentally so in Native American culture; it is literally so in a writer like Loren Eiseley. Eiseley, naturalist and poet, spiritual pilgrim traveling the immense journey of an ancient universe, dedicated his book The Unexpected Universe, "To Wolf, who sleeps forever with an Ice Age bone across his heart, the last gift of one who loved him." 8 In his story "The Judgment" he is standing in the stark country of the Badlands, "The ash of ancient volcanic outburst still sterilizes its soil, and its colors in that waste are the colors of that flame in the lonely sunsets of dead planets." Looking up to see a flight of birds racing southward toward him Eiseley has a revelation, "standing in the middle of a dead world at sunset. Fifty million years lay under my feet, fifty million years of bellowing monsters moving in a green world now gone so utterly that its very light was traveling on the farther edge of space. The chemicals of all that vanished age lay about me in the ground." Looking down at the chemicals at his feet, black streaks of carbon, the stain of iron in the clay, he remarks:
The iron did not remember the blood it had once moved within, the phosphorus had forgot the savage brain. I had lifted up a fistful of the ground and held it while that wild flight of southbound warblers hurled over me into the oncoming dark. There went phosphorous, there went iron, there went carbon, there beat the calcium in those hurrying wings. Alone on a dead planet I watch that incredible miracle speeding past. It ran by some true compass over field and wasteland. It cried its individual ecstasies into the air until the gullies rang. It swerved like a single body. It knew itself, and lonely, it bunched close in the racing darkness, its individual entities feeling about them in the rising night. And so, crying out to each other their identity, they passed away out of my view.
These are very different voices emerging out of diverse cultures and traditions, but they express a common sense of organic unity in the life of the earth, and of the healing power of such recognition. In Rilke"s elegies this sense emerges in a kind of visceral mysticism:
Why, when this short span of being could be spent like the laurel, a little darker than all the other green…why do we have to be human and, avoiding fate, long for fate? Not just to exercise the heart--that could be in the laurel too…But because being here means so much, and because all that"s here, vanishing so quickly, seems to need us and strangely concerns us. But to have been on earth just once--that"s irrevocable. When this silent earth urges lovers on, isn"t it her secret reason, to make everything shudder with ecstasy? This is the time for what can be said. Here/ is its country. Earth…What"s your urgent charge, if not transformation? Earth, my love, you don"t need your Springs to win me--Look, I"m alive. More being than I"ll ever need springs up in my heart. with Tennyson"s rhythmic and mordant "The woods decay, the woods decay and fall, the vapors weep their burthen to the ground. Man comes and tills the field and lies beneath, and after many a summer, dies the swan." 13 The mood of poetic expression lends itself to diverse appropriations; for example, Richard III"s familiar "Now is the winter of our discontent turned glorious summer…" 14 is a locution that is used and misused in contexts far afield from political villainy.
II
Nietzsche"s suggestion to think of man as an ungrateful biped has a number of possible references to man"s relation to the earth. In the two contrasting concepts of world and heaven--the first a transformation of nature into culture, the second a transmutation of time into eternity--man shows himself an impatient creature as well. Both domains are an effort to become free of the earth. Moreover, the contemporary idea of space as a place, and the obsession with space travel, are only the most recent efforts to overcome the perceived human condition of bondage to the earth.
It is not finally clear, however, that earth must be seen in fundamental conflict with world, heaven, sky, or other venues of domination or transcendence. The existential quest for self-knowledge and human identity finds its anchor and resource in the earth: we must see ourselves not only in what man makes of himself-world-but that of which he is made-earth.
To continue this in a religious (or Platonic) idiom, God, not man, is the measure of all things, even of himself. Philosophy"s dialectical effort to find a transcendental point of perspective, an abstract Archimedian point from which to give a neutral, objective account of reality, requires a founding source that literature initially discovers in the life and primal passion of the earth.
Literature, no less than philosophy, is the search for, investigation and creation of a foundation for human identity. It is an exercise of imagination in the quest for some permanent frame, whole idea or image of human existence--of the meaning of life, of the meanings in our lives. In this way literature is a defining activity, as well as the totality of collected stories in which meaning "appears." We both discover and create ourselves in the stories we tell.
Autobiography--self-life-writing--is a kind of model for the more generic indirections of literature. We can usefully think of literature as autobiography-writ-large: the self-life-writing of
Man. The Earth--image and idea--is elemental to this task, and essential to contrasting differences in our boundary conceptions of human reality. In the contrast and conflict between Earth and World, the concept of World is the open field of our imagination made operational--the limit or scope that imagination draws for itself. Wittgenstein"s recantation and redescription of his early and familiar claim about the world in the Tractatus, 15 abbreviated should read: "The world is the totality not of facts, but of meaning." World is a province of human endeavor forming abstract and physical limits of our total conception of ourselves.
Earth, in contrast, is an ontological foundation--a felt presence and source of life, a sustaining, nurturing force. We can conceive of alternative worlds. Indeed we speak of categories in this way: the world of art, the world of science, the world of politics, of economics… There is the world of the physicist, the psychologist, the musician, the poet, the world of the insane, of the addict. There is the world according to scripture, according to Einstein, according to Hoyle and Hegel, Nietzsche, Marx, and Freud, the world according to
Garp. There is, however, only one Earth, home to all life. The earth is not an abstraction: we live on it, we are of it, and past generations lie within it. We are the living dust of its yield, its scars memorialize our wars, mark our progress and our madness.
So far we have only viewed half the task of literature--to investigate the ambiguity and ambivalence of Man"s relation to the earth. We have done that by noticing fundamental contrasting domains that mirror a deep uncertainty in the nature of Man himself. Even left with this schizophrenic break, Nietzsche"s Dionysian/Apollinian point about tragic drama fits the whole of literature: both sides are required: earth and sky; passion and form, darkness and light, intensity and lucidity. We should at least make a few remarks about the second half of that task which literature has, viz. not merely to reconcile domains, but to heal rifts, to celebrate the wholeness of the earth"s yield, the organic unity of earth and life, the spiritual continuity of the earth"s man and man"s world. At times this expression is simple and positive, as with the poet
Robert Frost"s lines in Birches:
May no fate…snatch me away not to return. Earth"s the right place for love: I don"t know where it"s likely to go better. 16 In a poet of different temperament the expression can be complex and ominous, as in the context of Marlow"s venture into the heart of darkness, where the contrivances of civilization-moral and technical are simply devoured:
Going up that river was like travelling back to the earliest beginnings of the world, when vegetation rioted on the earth…An empty stream, a great silence, an impenetrable forest. The air was warm, thick, heavy, sluggish. There was no joy in the brilliance of sunshine…you thought of yourself bewitched and cut off forever from everything you had known once--somewhere--far away--in another existence. There were moments when one"s past came back to one…but it came in the shape of an unrestful and noisy dream, remembered with wonder amongst the overwhelming realities of this strange world of plants, and water and silence. And this stillness of life did not in the least resemble a peace. It was the stillness of an implacable force brooding over an inscrutable intuition. It looked at you with a vengeful aspect. When you have to attend to the mere incidents of the surface, the reality…fades. The inner truth is hidden--luckily, luckily. But I felt it all the same; I felt often its mysterious stillness watching me… 17 However hidden or ominous the inner truth may be, even here it is comprehensive and whole, and it is embodied in the earth. But the varied conceptions of earth as they emerge in the images of literature provide a key to a solution of this divisive tradition of oppositions. The advantage of the whole field of literature is that it is congruent with the whole of the life field, and need make no additional claim to the possession of a separate Truth. The truths of literature are lower case, they are in the details, the density of literary expression, the scope of its genres, the depth of its vision. As such it is distinct from the more exacting or assertive fields of science, philosophy, and theology, all of which claim a kind of exclusivity of Truth, and each strives for a point of transcendence of the life field--that is, of existence.
III
Poiesis sanctions a convergence of form and substance, passion and reason. The capacity of literature not to divide, not to have to be objective, or neutral, or explain from an abstract point outside of experience, outside of time and existence endows a creative space for the full expression of the human condition. The philosophical importance of art is the paradox that art is both a riddle and the solution to the riddle, or rather, the riddle is its own solution, in the lifelessons of art. Literature has no need to abandon the earth, no need to resolve the ambiguity of thought and passion that tear at the fabric of resolve to keep faith with the whole of earth and sky, body and mind. The idea of soul is inclusive of both mind and body--its form and substance taken together constitutes the human being. In literature, the Eden story can be reversed, or be a source for improvisation such that it is the earth which is celebrated. Consider the following reflection into the present. We suddenly see in a concrete way our residence on earth as the Eden it is. The knowledge of good and evil is destructive only if we reduce knowledge to power, or rather mistake the empowerment of understanding as an occasion for domination. A return to this shared edenic space does not require innocence, but rather a full understanding of, and total commitment to the whole earth.
